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Stormkit edged farther along the slippery bra 
Volekit's dare rang in his ears. Bet you fall 
before you get to the end! 






away as he thrashed in the water. 

Where's the shore? River water flooded his 
mouth. It tasted of stone and weeds. Spluttering, he 
struggled to swim, but the stiff reeds blocked his 
flailing paws. StarClan, help me! Panic shot through 
him as he fought to keep his muzzle above water. 

Suddenly the stems beside him swished apart 
and Tanglewhisker plunged through. 

7m okay!' Stormkit spluttered, water rushed into 
his mouth again and he sank, coughing, beneath the 
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around Stormkit, soaking w 
s pale tabby pelt into his 
















































































































































Crookedpaw was already scrambling to t 
"The less you give your enemy to grab ho 


> keep practicing until you ca 
Concentrating, Crookedpaw s 


i. Tucking 
igain. His 


"You’re getting ck 
"Not close enough," Crookedpaw grunted through 

staying up a moment longer until, aching ’ 

"Keep going!" Mapleshade ordered, 

"Don't forget I train all day with Cedar 


shadowy forest. "Why da 
you snow me around starClan territory?" He blink 
hopefully at Mapleshade. "Cedarpelt showed r 
around RiverClan territory on my first day as 
apprentice." 

"Not Ull you've got this move right." 

"fll practice it tomorrow night." ' 


hunting grounds than this smely ok 




clearing. "You’re not ready." 
Crookedpaw growled. "It's not fair!" 

s stung his ear. 


territory?" Crookedpaw retor 


lh exploring StarClan 





Crooked paw promised, 
head sympathetically. 






















’etaldust and Echomist were already nosing through 
he fish. Crookedpaw’s belly growled. The fish 

"Don’t worry.' Piketooth paused at Crooked paw' s 












the anger tightening his throat. 

"Ignore her” Oakheart urged, steering 
Crookedpaw away. His eyes grew bright “Look!" He 
glanced up at the round moon. "'ibu know what night 

"Full moon?” 

"The Gathering!" 

Of course! Crookedpaw felt a surge of excitement. 
He was an apprentice now. He could go! He glanced 
anxiously at Hailstar. Couldn't he? 

Oakheart nudged him. "Hailstar has to let you 
come!” he promised, "rbu're an apprentice and I'm 
a warrior. Only a frog-brain would stop us from going 
to the Gathering tonight!" 




til Si 









he asked quickly. 

A bright ginger tom turned his sharp yellow gaze 
on them. The ThunderClan deputy is right in front of 
you. and he'll pull out your whiskers if you don't do as 

Crookedpaw rolled his eyes at Bluepaw. Were all 



















Beetlenose padded lazily from the faBen tree. 
Petaldust raced past him and stopped beside 
Crookedpaw. 'What’s happening?" 

Beetlenose caught up. "Maybe he's going to 
change Crookedpaw's name again," he suggested. 
"To Scarpaw." He stared at Crookedpaw's muzzle. 


"You seem to have a fresh scratch every day." 
Crookedpaw shrugged. "I train hard." 



■Nothing yet," Petaldust reassured him. "The 
Clan's still gathering." 

Troutclaw and Tanglewhisker had reached the 
clearing. Birdsong peered from the elders' den, her 
eyes bright with fever. Dens rattled around the fallen 
tree as Rainflower, Echomist, and Mudfur slid out. 
LakesNne, Softwing, and Shimmerpelt clustered 
together at the edge of the clearing, ears pricked. 
Piketooth, Owlfur, and Ottersplash paced beside 
them. Cedarpelt slid from the sedges, his fur ruffled, 


clearing. 



won’t forget this day.' 

■What's the plan?* Lakeshine asked. 

"A battle patrol wil occupy Sunningrocks and wait 
forThunderClan." 

"What if they don't come?" Shimmerpelt meowed. 
"They’ll come." Rippleclaw stepped forward. 
"ThunderClan always acts strong when they’re too 

Timberfur plucked at the ground. "It'll be an easy 




























"WiHovpaW Gray pa vJ 1 ' 


Crookedpaw purred. A 
WHIowpaw s' 


an rang in (he golden mi 
d their newest apprer 
st of all, her blue eyes m 


he center of the dealing; her 
her pale tabby coat reflected 
tne nsing sun. Her mentor, Owlfur, touched his white- 
splashed muzzle to Willowpaw's head while 
Brightsky padded proudly around her first 
apprentice, Graypaw. 

Hails tar stepped back, chin high. "WindClan's loss 


excitedly at Owlfur. 

Owlfur glanced conspiratorially at Cedarpelt. 

keeping a secret. Cedarpelt's pelt was pricking. 
Purring, the brown warrior padded toward Owlfur. 
Ciookedpaw scampered alter him. 'Is something 


I have denmates! Crookedpaw circled his mento 
excitedly. And vie he going to the Moonstone! 
Graypaw pricked her ears. “We're going, too?’ 


"Really?" Wilowpaw’s gaze glittered anxiously. "If 
lean traveling through WindClan territory," shi 

Crookedpaw cocked his head, surprised. "Wei* 




ur. "WindClan follows thi 


one. sne and Willowpaw exchang 
and Crookedpaw wondered what men 
ire sharing. They’d seemed happy to re’ 










)wed slope lightened and he could make 
it a square black hole yawning darkly beneath a 

Graypaw gasped. "Is that Mothermouth?" 

"Yes." Owlfur climbed onto a wide, smooth stone 

moonhigh before we go in." 

Tm hungry." Willowpaw complained. 

Brightsky shook her head. "No fish or birds here," 
she meowed sympatheticaly. 

Crookedpaw pricked his ears. ""There may be 

musky scent worth investigating. 

Cedarpelt turned. "Mice?" 

"They're easy to hunt," Ciookedpaw enthused. 

"Not as nice as fish," Brightsky meowed. "But I 
suppose they’ll fil your belly." 






“■•'i hear his Clanmates breathing. 

s they stood, waiting. 
i Moonstone?* Willowpaw whispered, 
a flash more blinding than the setting 
t up. Crookedpaw closed his eyes in 



:ly through the gloom. Ciookedpaw narrowe 
;ian. Then he recognized a shaggy gray pc 


the tom, brushing him away with her tail. 

It's Goosefeathed Crookedpaw blinked in surprise 
as he recognized the chewed whiskers and ragged 
ears of the ThunderClan medicine cat. WhatS he 
doing hew? He’s still alive. 

" ' ground. "Is this the 






led Crookedpaw 
9 it?’ Did 


his thoughts. "Walk with me." Hr 


vision? 

"I just thought we should talk." Hailstar stc 
beside a mossy log. Soft evening light ft 
through the njst&ng lei ~ 


enjoying your apprenticeship?" he asked. 

Crookedpaw nodded. "It's great!" He guessed the 
RiverClan leader must have asked Oakheart, 


question when they were still 'paws. 

“\bur journey to becoming a warrior has taken 
longer than most" 

Tour seasons." Crookedpaw reminded him. 

"Nfes." The RiverClan leader padded on, nodding. 
"That must seem a long time to a young cat." 

’Yeah,” Crookedpaw sighed. 


he worried about?" What did sh 


fight any battle to show you I can be a great warrior!" 

'Tm sure you would." Hailstar narrowed his eyes. 
"Without doubt. But being a warrior isn't just about 
courage and skill and being ready to fight 

What is it about then? Crookedpaw stared at his 
leader, but the old gray cat was padding away. 
"What can I do to prove myself?" Crookedpaw called 

Hailstar didn't answer. He was slowly shaking Ns 
What did Brambleberry tell him? Crookedpaw 

charged through the sedge tunnel. "What's up?" 
"Nothing." Crookedpaw stormed into the medicine 


miking. "Crookedpaw? Is sometNng wrong?” 

"Hailstar doubts I can be a warrior!" Crookedpaw 
snapped. You told Nm there's sometNng wrong with 


IsH 






Crookedpaw dug his claws in harder. "It'll work." 
Heart in Ns throat, he stared at the Twoleg fence and 
waited for Shimmerpelt and Softwing to begin. 
Shimmerpelt slunk forward and slid under the 









snapped its spine and the fish drooped instantly. 
"Nice catch." Oakheart was sitting on the shore, 

Crookedpaw climbed out and dropped the fish 
beside his brother. "Aren’t you fishing?" 

"I thought I’d let you get the best catch first," 

Crookedpaw nudged Nm playfully, unbalancing 
him. Tumbling on to his side. Oakheart purred, "It’s 




'Hey, you two!" Cedarpelt called to Crookedpaw 
and Willowpaw as (hey padded along (he sun- 
drenched riverbank. "Slow down!" 

' You don’t have to keep up with us," Crookedpaw 

going and we know how to fish!" 

Owtfur sighed. “Let them be.” 

"Why did I have to gel an apprentice who thinks he 
knows everything?" Cedarpelt grumbled loud enough 
for Crookedpaw to hear over the chattering of the 

Willowpaw brushed against Crookedpaw. "Ignore 
him," she whispered. 

But Crookedpaw was tired of being treated like a 
bothersome kiL He trained as hard as any cat and if 
he argued with Cedarpelt over some of the moves, it 
was only because Mapleshade had shown him a 
better way. And she, after all, was a StarClan 
wam'or. “Why do I have to have a mentor who thinks 
fm a fish-brain?" he caled back. 

“Don't answer him," Owlfur advised Cedarpelt. "All 
apprentices think they know everything until they 
become warriors. He'll grow out of it" 

Crookedpaw quickened his pace. 

"We can't leave them behind," Willowpaw fretted. 

“Why not?" Crookedpaw was bristling. 

Willowpaw looked back. "It's okay,’ she meowed. 
“They sat down." She padded into the water. "Lei's 
fish here." 

"There’s a deep pool in the river just past the 
stepping-stones," Crookedpaw told her. "It’ll be full of 
carp hiding from the sun." 

Wmowpaw ricked her lips. "Sounds good." 

They padded downstream, side by side. 

“Did you hear the news?" Willowpaw mewed. 

"Shimmerpelfs moved to the nursery." 

"Shimmerpelt?" Crookedpaw nearly tripped over a 
stone. "But she agreed to chase the dog!" 

Willowpaw twitched her tail. "I know! What if the 
dog had got her? She swore she didn’t know then. 
Bramblebenys furious.' 

“I bet Piketooth's pretty cross." 

"He’d never be cross with Shimmerpelt," 
Willowpaw purred. "He still can't believe a cat like 
her would look twice at an old snaggletooth like him." 
She brushed her muzzle against Crookedpaw's jaw. 
“Have you seen Lakeshine's kits yet?” The gray-and- 
white queen had kitted in the nighL 

"What?" Crookedpaw was still lost in her scent 

"Lakeshine's kits." Willowpaw nudged him. "Have 
you seen them?" 

Crookedpaw shook his head. "Has she named 
them yet?” 

"Sunkit and FrogkiL" Willowpaw purred. "They’re 
so cute. She let me wash one.” 

Crookedpaw leaped over a shallow pool among 
the pebbles. "Ifs good news for all of us. RiverClan 
always needs new warriors." 

“Theyre still kits!' 

"They’ll be warriors soon enough," Crookedpaw 
pointed ouL "Just like us." 

Willowpaw rolled her eyes. ‘Is that all you think 
about?" She bounded ahead and raced along the 
shore, her paws splashing in and out of the shallows 
as she veered past clumps of water-mint and mossy 

Crookedpaw chased after her. 

"Is this the pool?" Willowpaw leaped over the first 
stepping-stone, splashing down in the shallows, and 


ind began to pull herself up to the surface. 
Crookedpaw watched, impressed by her grace, 
realizing that his lungs were aching. Quickly 












A night heron called from the far bank, its wings 
pulsing as it lifted into the air. Crookedjaw saw the 

disappeared upstream. He'd been listening to the 
bird fishing— the plop as it dived, the splash as it 
dragged a fish struggling from the river. He tucked 
his tail tighter over his paws and gazed around the 
camp. Sitting vigil on his first night as a warrior, 
Crookedjaw fell the weight of responsibility for Ns 

Thank you for helping me to become a warrior. 
Thank you for helping me to keep my Clan safe. 

Crookedjaw twisted Ns head. "Who's that?" 

A pale shape twined around Nm. He barely felt the 
wraith-like pelt as it brushed his. “Have you forgotten 
me so quickly?" 


"Mapleshade!" Crookedjaw blinked in surprise. 



you." 

"I can’t train tonight! fm sitting vigil' 


“Do you think you've learned al there is to learn?' 

“No! Tm sitting vigil!" The fur ruffled along Ns 
spine. He was a warrior now. Just like Mapleshade. 
She had to respect that She couldn’t boss Nm 
around like an apprentice anymore. “I can't talk now," 
he whispered. 'Til visit you when I can." 

Suddenly he was alone. He glanced over Ns 
shoulder, just to make sure, then sNfted his weight 
and went on with his vigil. 

Crookedjaw was shivering by the time dawn 
began pushing back the darkness. The apprentices' 
den rustled and Willowpaw slipped out. She crossed 
the misty clearing and sat beside Crookedjaw. 
"'ftu're cold." She pressed against him, warm and 
soft fiom sleep. Crookedjaw felt his eyes begin to 

“Hey!" Wilowpaw poked him. "The Clan will be 
waking any moment." 

Crookedjaw snapped awake. Ns heart lurcNng. 
He piiled away from Wilowpaw. He needed the 
fresh dawn cNII to keep him alert. 

“Hi, Crookedjaw!" WNtefang padded from Ns den 
with Oakheart on Ns tail. "How was the vigil?" 


"Long!" Crookedjaw stood up, shaking each numb 



Hailstar padded from Ns den. "How’s our newest 
warrior?" he called. 


"Ready for patiol!" Crookedjaw stretched Ns stiff 

Shellheart ducked out of Ns den. "Owlfur! 
Brightsky! Are you ready?” 

Willowpaw flicked her tail. "Oh, fd forgotten!" She 
circled Crookedjaw excitedly. "We’re going on dawn 

the apprentices' den, calling for Graypaw. “Wake up! 

Graypaw stuck her head out of the den and 
yawned. “Already?" 

Willowpaw roled her eyes. "It's called the dawn 
Owtfur was picking through the remains of the fresh- 








demonstrating their latest moves. "Graypaw can be 
such a show-off!" She glanced sharply back at her 
sister, who was twisting in the air like a salmon trying 
to climb a waterfall. 

Crookedjaw fizzed with mischief. "Why don't you 







NT Petaldust was pacing 
1 Hailstar pulled up sharply, 
"They wen! to fetch you!” 













kit and Ikykit." Shimmerpelt 

Skykit raised her muzzle, eyes closed, pink mouth 
opening to cry She looked so tiny and helpless, 
Crookedjaw wanted to wrap his tail around her. 

Willowpaw pressed against him, purring. 
"Welcome to RiverClan, kits.” 

Crookedjaw shifted his paws. "They are kind of 
cute." he muttered grudgingly. Will I have my owi 
one day? Is that part of my destiny? No. He sighed. 
Mapleshade would tell me I'm putting myself ahead 
of my Clan. 

Crookedjaw curled wearily into his nest. Whitefang 
was already snoring. Oakheart was giving his paws 
i final wash. Crookedjaw tucked his paw under his 


















Crookedjaw muttered as Oakheart joined him 


Sunni ngrocks.” 

Crookedjaw flexed his daws. 'Good.” 
Timberfur paced the edge of the clearing. "At 
you already know you'll be part of the patrol." 


"Who are you taking?" Rippledaw demanded. 
"Shellheart, Owlfur, Echomist. Timberfur, Softwing, 
ind Rippledaw ...” the RiverClan leader began. 
And ? Crookedjaw's heart quickened. Surely 

"Whitefang and Crookedjaw . . ." 

Crookedjaw swallowed a purr of relief. 

"Oakhearf,” Hailstar went on. "And Voleclaw.” He 



























. calling, 









C rooked jaw padded . yawing, Horn his nest Dawn 
was just starting to brighten the horizon. The river 
gurgled beyond the reeds and snores rumbled from 
the other dens as he nosed his way into the clearing. 
He r d noticed the Clan had been sleeping more since 
the death of Brightsky and her kits. They crawled 
later from their dens, their old enthusiasm for the 
day's duties drooping like sedge beneath a heavy 
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"Mapleshade!" 

Dreaming, Crookedjaw raced through the forest. 
Dark earth sprayed behind him as he barged 
through the tangled undergrowth. 

Where is she? He had so much to ask her. 
Questions that had been churning in Ns belly for 
days, nagging and nagging till he had to have 
answers. Why had she put Wiilowbreeze's life at 
risk? Why had she clawed him for saving a 
Clanmate? What about his destiny? When was he 
going to get his first apprentice? How long till he 
became deputy? Would he follow Hailstar? Or 

Shellheart? 

Crookedjaw stumbled to a halt Who, if he 
before Crookedjaw took his place? Crookedjaw felt 


A sharp growl sliced through the mist. 


Crookedjaw heard a grunt and the thud of hard 
muscle hitting earth. Did Mapleshade have another 
pupil? He crept forward, ears pricked. Ducking 
behind a thornbush, he saw two shapes moving in a 



for it 


Mit; 






it. "Only 










then through the willows to the marsh." 

Reedpaw skipped around Beetlenose. "Will we 

"And Twolegs?" Sedgepaw's eyes were huge. 
"Let's find out." Beetlenose headed along the 






meadow. 'Lets try some of the moves Oakheatl 

invented for distracting Twolegs." Sedgepaw could 

practice her hunting skills later, when Loudpaw and 

Reedpaw pricked his ears. "Do you mean the 

collapsed into a convincing limp, moaning like an 
injured kittypet and dragged his hind legs over the 
grass. "Help me, help me. I m hurt!” 

"Great!” Oakheart pointed at Loudpaw. "Now, 
what should you be doing?” 

Loudpaw hesitated. 


"I know! I know!” Sedgepaw was bouncing with 
















silent figures in shadow Crookedjaw tucked Ns 
paws tighter beneath Nmand closed Ns eyes. 

/>n sorry. Was Rainttower in StarClan by now. 
listening to him? I shouldnt have left you on the 
shore. I should have fought the dog and saved you. 
Would Mapleshade explain it to her? He felt a rush of 
hope, but grief washed it away instantly. Ifn sorry for 
everything , Ra/nfover — for sneaking out of camp 
and breaking my jaw for letting you die. I\re missed 












lunged. 
















Tangle whisker padded forward and nudged 







g in triumph, she turned and faced 
adjaw, the finch limp in her jaws. 

"Well done!" Pride surged through Crookedjaw as 
he padded to congratulate her. "Great catch." As he 
spoke, something gray shot across the clearing. 

Squirrel? 

Crookedjaw hared after it. Squirrels rarely strayed 
this side of the river. It raced fast as lightning over 
the grass. Crookedjaw jumped, soaring through the 

Sedgepaw came puffing up behind him. “Vbu got 




|S a I| 




former deputy foiward. 

Shellheart padded to join them. His spine showed 
beneath his ragged pelt as he stood before Hailstar. 






*lw)n1letyoudown. 

I left Crookedjaw bone-tired. After 





i lightning- 










Sunpaw were waiting in the shadows. 

"What happened?" Sedgepaw squeaked. 


"Can we come next time?" Sunpaw begged. 










The wllows flailed their branches helplessly while 
the wind stripped their leaves. Reeds rattled and 
swayed as the river raged past, skidding up the 
banks and snatching pebbles from the shore. 

Behind him. the wind moaned through the cracks 
and hollows of Sunningrocks. Ducking back against 
the cliff, out of the rain, he shivered and pulled his tail 
tighter around him. He spotted a head bobbing 
toward him through the swirling river. 

WMovhreeze. 



“Even when he's got the warm rivers of StarClan?" 
Crookedjaw swallowed. "But he'l miss his old 








“Me too!" Trmberfur hurried forward with Cedarpelt 
on his tail. Sedgecreek and Frogleap darted alter 
them, their eyes shining. 

Hailstar waved them back. “Wait." he growled. 

"Then why are they here?" Timberfur growled. 

Crookedjaw glanced at the entrance. "H try to 
head them off before they reach camp." 

















Crookedjaw narrowed Ns eyes. Was he worrying 
r no reason? Perhaps Oakheart didn’t think talking 
Bluefur was important enough to mention. Any 
yal warrior would have stopped to question an 
itruder Besides , he vouidnl keep secrets from 
ne, would he? Crookedjaw padded to a flat • 








dropping it on the floor. Sedgecreek 
nd they worked quietly until they’d made 
, prickly bundles, smelling strongly of 






















"Mss." Crookedslar rubbed his frozen nose with a 
paw. "They I never know anything but RiverClan, and 
























thank you, StarClan, for forgiving me. Nothing could 
compare with the blessing of Willowbreeze and their 

Crookedstar woke early. The sun had just broken 
e horizon as he padded out of his den and crossed 
e clearing, yawning. Quiet as a fish, he slid into the 
nursery and peeked into Willowbreeze’s nest She 











"You're crazy!" Crookedstar whispered. 






m 



"What about Silverkit?" Brambleberiys question 
took Nm by surprise. 

"Sunfish is looking after her, isn’t she?” 

patrols to organize.” 

Beetlenose swam through the reeds and hopped 






responsibility for your own kit?' 1 
you did?" 

fve done*' Oakheart glared at him. "I don’t 
>w you can let her grow up thinking you don’t 
He turned away, shaking his head. "Vbu. 




Crookedstar gazed down at her, feeling a lifetime of 
hope open up in front of him. For the first time that 
day he felt the warmth of the sun. Watch over us, 
Willovhreeze We still need you. 

"\t>u're really just training?" Silverkit mewed. "Do 
you promise?" 

"I promise." Crookedstar ached with joy. 'Tm your 
father, Silverkit, and that means I wil always keep my 
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